



Investigating the Effects of Reading Materials With L1 




This paper investigates how reading materials with L1 glossaries and pictures affect students’ 
motivation for homework reading and their perception of the effectiveness of reading materials in 
the English Discussion Course (EDC) context at Rikkyo University compared with textbook 
readings which do not contain L1 help or visual aids. Newly created reading materials with 
glossaries and visuals were used for two low level classes for the second half of the semester in 
order for students to compare the two different reading types. A questionnaire was conducted at 
the end of the semester to discover the students’ attitudes toward the homework reading and their 
notions about the difference between reading materials with or without L1 glossaries, color 
pictures, and other adjustments. Results showed that the majority of students realized the benefits 
of readings with L1 glossaries etc., and indicated that they were motivated to do homework 
reading through those adjustments. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
“You know what? I found that the homework reading is far less difficult than I thought. You just 
try! You’ll be surprised to know that you can understand the article easily.” This is what I heard 
from a student in one of my classes I taught in the 2014-15 academic year. She was a level 4 class 
(lowest class, TOEIC score below 280) student, but was highly motivated in studying English and 
joining discussions during the semester. One thing I noticed about her (and other students in this 
class) at the beginning of the semester was that she did not read the textbook article as homework 
reading, which led to her and they having difficulties when discussing the given topics, as they 
had limited or very little knowledge about them.  
In EDC, students are supposed to read the article in the textbook as the homework reading. 
The purpose is “to help students prepare for class by providing background information and ideas 
about each lesson topic” (Center of English Discussion Class, 2015, p. 33). As outlined in the 
handbook, there are three steps in the procedure of homework reading: 1. Announce the relevant 
homework reading at the end of each lesson. 2. Instruct students to read the homework before 
coming to the next class. 3. Remind them that it will help make their discussions stronger and give 
them useful ideas.  
Then, a quiz is given at the start of each lesson to check if students read the article. This 
procedure has been used in my classes, although many students in lower level classes were still 
getting very low scores in their quizzes, which indicates that they did not read the homework. 
Let me go back to the student’s comment which I mentioned above. It was the middle of 
semester when she stated her finding about the homework reading while she was chatting with her 
friends during a recess. I went to her and asked her what had prevented her from reading before 
she noticed that the articles were not that difficult. She answered, “Because the textbook is written 
only in English. We have nothing but English text in the textbook. No visuals. No color. No 
Japanese help. Only English. This scared me a lot.” This conversation opened my eyes to the 
necessity of creating a different type of reading material with an L1 glossary and visuals for lower 
level EDC students without changing the reading’s text. Usually, moderate to high level class 
students have no difficulty when reading the articles in the textbook as most of the text comes 
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from the most frequent 2000 words of English (Center of English Discussion Class, 2015, p.33). 
Thus, this research was conducted in level 4 classes. 
It is widely acknowledged that it is necessary for language learners to use the language 
that they are learning in order to develop their speaking skills (MacIntyre & Charos, 1996). 
Therefore, our course was designed “to help students use English as much as possible during 
classes” (Doe, 2014). The textbook is not an exception. As the student said, everything is written 
in English. (EDC textbook for Level 4 has contained Japanese translation for titles, function 
names, and directions since Spring, 2015.). There are, however, some studies of EFL reading that 
investigated the effectiveness of L2 glosses (e.g., Cheng & Good, 2009; Myong, 2005), as well as 
on the use of visuals in EFL classes (e.g., Canning-Wilson, 1999). Therefore, this study’s research 
questions are:  
1. Do L1 glossary and picture aids have a positive effect on students’ motivation to use reading 
materials?  




Two level 4 classes were chosen for this research during the Spring semester of 2015. One was 
the lowest level class of all classes I taught in the semester. They were eight students from the 
College of Arts, where seven out of eight students used the “sports suisen” or the athlete 
recommendation system to enter Rikkyo University. This usually means that prior to enrollment 
at university, they did not have to study English very hard, or even at all. The other class’s level 
was much higher than this class, and none used the “sports suisen”, but they had taken the entrance 
examination. There were seven students all majoring in law.  
 
Procedure 
To proceed with the study, the semester was divided into two parts: the first part covered Lessons 
2 to 7 (6 lessons) and students were told to read the textbook articles. The second part covered 
Lessons 8-13 (6 lessons) and students were given the newly created reading material with glossary 
and visual aids. Prior to creating the materials, there were questions that had to be answered: What 
kind of adjustments should be included in the new material in addition to L1 glossary and visuals? 
What kind of references will help to create improved materials?  
Chen and Good (2009) note that in-text L1 glosses, such as a margin gloss, can improve 
learners’ reading comprehension and can be suitable support measures for the students. In terms 
of visual aids, Canning-Wilson (1999) pointed out that images with texts enable learners to 
comprehend the language “more fully” (p.4). Also, there is a saying that “a picture is worth a 
thousand words” and this is very true, especially for novice level language learners, such as 
children, who are all beginners of their first language and start their reading experience with 
picture books. With these perspectives, L1 marginal glosses and images were decided to be 
contained in the new reading material. 
It is said in Japan that “textbooks are unkind but reference books are kind to learners” 
(Kakumeika0229, 2009). This is because the textbooks used in Japanese junior and senior high 
schools are designed to be taught by teachers. Therefore, there are fewer visuals or less use of 
color than in reference books. On the other hand, reference books are more like study guides, 
which are designed to be used as self-access materials. Thus, some best-sellers of Japanese 
reference books on English were used as a source of material design for the new reading materials 





1) Visuals (especially photos as authentic visual aids) 
2) L1 glossary (marginal gloss on each page, at most 5 words/phrases per one paragraph) 
3) Use of color (as in Japanese reference books) 
4) Use of headings (same above) 
5) Use of chart-like layouts (same above) 
The final layout was on one piece of A4 paper, double-printed in color, with pictures, marginal 
gloss in L1 and headings for each paragraph (see Appendix A). 
One more thing that should be considered to create new material is the reading text itself.  
However, according to the EDC Instructor handbook, instructors should “not replace or adapt 
homework readings” because “if readings are changed in any way, students may not be able to 
answer the Quiz questions” (Center of English Discussion Class, p. 34) Hence, a reading text is 
used as it is in the textbook. The EDC textbook also has “Before Reading” and “After Reading” 
questions for each passage, which are simple questions to “help students read actively and start 
connecting topics to their own lives” (Center of English Discussion Class, p.33).  However, there 
seemed no space for those questions after completing the first draft of the new reading material, 
as many colored visuals were used on both sides. As a result, considering the research purpose and 
priority, I decided to eliminate both parts and include the simple questions instead, which were 
directly related to the lesson topic in order for students to be able to easily realize that they could 
use the ideas from the reading in the lesson’s two extended discussions. 
A questionnaire (see Appendix B) was distributed in the last lesson of the semester to 
investigate the students’ perceptions about the two different types of readings: the textbook and 
Manna print (hereafter the reading material with glossary and other aids is called Manna print as 
some students naturally started to call it this and it spread to all the students in both classes). It 
contains two parts: Part 1 asks about textbook reading and Part 2 asks about Manna print reading. 
Each part has the same questions, but the second part has additional questions to ask the students’ 
opinions about Manna print in more detail. 
 
RESULTS 
A total of 12 students answered the questionnaire, 5 in the Wednesday class and 7 in the Thursday 
class. Data was aggregated as one group of 12 (n=12) as there was no significant difference 
between the two classes. The results show a majority of students think that the reading material 
with an L1 glossary and other supports is more useful than one without any supports. 
 
 









Everytime Mostly Sometimes Few times Never
Textbook
Manna print
Question 1: Did you read homework reading for every lesson?
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As seen in Figure 1, five students (41.66%) read the textbook every time or most of the time in 
the first half of the semester, while nine students (75%) read Manna print most of the time or every 
time before the lesson in the second half of the Spring semester. One student consistently did not 
read the homework reading throughout the semester, but this should be considered as an exception. 
This observation means that Manna print encouraged the students to read the article more than the 
textbook. The possible causes for this difference will be discussed later. 
 
 
Figure 2. Comparison of effectiveness between textbook and Manna print 
 
One way to evaluate the effectiveness of homework reading in the context of the discussion class 
is to ask students whether they think it was helpful in joining the discussions or not. Figure 2 
shows that more than 80% of the students (10 out of 12) said that Manna print was very helpful 
for them to join the discussions while the textbook was very helpful for only 1/3 of students (4 out 
of 12). The reasons may vary, for example, it was because they felt familiar with the topic of the 
lesson, or because they were confident about the given field.  
 
  
Figure 3. Comparison of frequency of idea use from readings between textbook and Manna print 
 
Interestingly, the students’ answers are exactly the same in both the textbook reading and Manna 
print reading to the question that asked if they used any ideas from the reading in the discussions. 
This indicates that the adjustments used in Manna print did not affect students’ motivation to use 
ideas from the readings. Rather, the elements I did (could) not change (e.g. the topics, the level of 
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Figure 4. Comparison of difficulty of homework reading between textbook and Manna print 
 
In terms of reading materials’ difficulty, 83.33% of students said Manna print was easy or very 
easy to read, whilst only a quarter said it was easy, and no students answered that it was very easy 
to read the textbook. In this study, the original reading material was used in the second half of the 
semester, which suggests that the level of texts and the topics were more difficult than in the first 
half semester, when students used the textbook to do their reading homework. As mentioned 
before, no modification was made to the reading texts. This result may be connected to the first 
question in Figure 1: “Did you read the homework reading for every lesson?” 
 
 
Figure 5. Comparison of time for homework reading between textbook and Manna print 
 
 
Figure 6. Comparison of average time for homework reading between textbook and Manna print 
 
Figure 5 and Figure 6 show that much less time was spent on the reading of Manna print than the 
textbook. Figure 6 shows the average time for reading Manna print was just over 14.5 minutes, 
whereas the students spent 17 minutes for textbook reading. The difference does not seem great, 
but again, Manna print was used in the latter part of the semester when topics are potentially more 
challenging and therefore in need of more time to finish reading the homework articles. The 
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Question 6: How long did it take you to finish reading?
13 13.5 14 14.5 15 15.5 16 16.5 17 17.5
Manna print
textbook
Average time for homework reading
(min.)




Figure 7. Students’ perception of effectiveness for each attempt 
 
A specific question was asked in the questionnaire part 2 to investigate which adjustments in 
Manna print were more effective than others in the context of this study. The same five elements 
as the ones showed earlier in the Method section were used in this question with an additional 
element - the form of the material. The most noticeable result is that 100% of students affirmed 
that the use of an L1 glossary was helpful. Next to this, the form of the material seems to be 
important for the students, as 75% of students thought that a single sheet of paper was much easier 
for them to read than one page of a thin one-hundred-page textbook. The use of headings, eye-
catching layout, and color might also be effective, as around half of the students agreed that these 
additions were very helpful. On the other hand, a few students agreed that the visual aid was very 
helpful, which was actually anticipated considering the students’ ages.  
  
 
Figure 8. Comparison of improvement of quiz scores (%) between the first half of the semester 
and the second half  
 
One more figure could be shown at the end of this chapter. The result of Quiz score improvement 
would be a good attempt to investigate if students read the article on Manna print as they said in 
the questionnaire and if Manna print really helped the students to comprehend the contents of the 
reading more than textbook reading. The scores were calculated in percent figures. The results 
demonstrated that the students could get better scores when they read Manna print than reading 
the textbook in both classes. Even in the Thursday class, where the majority of students always 
got good scores from the beginning of the semester, students improved their average scores from 
83.79% to 91.25%. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The results of the questionnaire clearly demonstrate that the reading material with L1 glossary and 
other aids motivated the students to do their homework reading more and affected their reading 

















Visual aid Use of colors Use of headings Glossary Layouts (e.g.
arrows)
Form (a piece of
paper)
very helpful Helpful Neither Not so helpful Not helpful at all





Lower Class Higher Class




Figures 1 and 4, students affirmed that Manna print is much more understandable, so they read it 
on a more regular basis than the textbook, enabling them to get better scores in the Quiz. 
Moreover, a majority of students felt that reading Manna print enabled them to join 
discussions more easily with background knowledge about the lesson topic. This means that the 
students could realize the necessity and importance of homework reading by their own efforts 
which they put into their readings. Interestingly, the use of ideas from the reading did not show 
any difference between textbook and Manna print as shown in Figure 3. This demonstrates that, 
as stated earlier, the use of ideas that students could gain from the readings did not depend on the 
difficulty of reading, but on other aspects such as the topic, students’ learning style or their 
personality. At any rate, this outcome is evidence that the reading text in the textbook is easy 
enough for low level students to read and understand the contents with some aids. 
In terms of “some aids” in Manna print, the glossary, i.e. the marginal gloss in this study, 
was the most noticeable aid which students truly appreciated to accomplish their homework 
reading. As Myong (2005) noted, it is true that first language glosses often enable learners to 
understand more easily while reading. Actually, an open question was used in the questionnaire to 
ask the students for the reasons why they thought the reading was difficult (or easy). Most of the 
answers about Manna print mentioned the existence of glossary. For example, some said that they 
could finish reading because they did not have to stop to think about the meaning of an unfamiliar 
word or phrase. Others said that they could find the glossary beside the paragraph, so it was easy 
for them to keep reading the article. 
In addition, the use of color, headings, and eye-catching layouts, which I employed from 
the aforementioned Japanese reference books also affected these students’ motivation for reading, 
as many students might have used those reference books in high school, and were thus accustomed 
to the designs and layouts. As a result, they felt familiar with the look of Manna print which is 
why they thought these elements were effective for their reading activity. 
However, there were questions whether using visuals in the reading material could actually 
be a useful tool for EDC students or not, as Prowse (2011) documented that that visuals could be 
a barrier rather than an aid to learning. The result is that many students said that the visual aids 
were helpful but very few said they were “very” helpful. This was an interesting result to me as I 
expected that the students would benefit from the visual aids more as in some researches 
demonstrated that meaningful pictures enable learners to associate words with the objects in their 
own lives (e.g., Canning-Wilson, 1999), so that the students could realize how visuals promote 
their cognitive process when they read an article.  
Consequently, to answer my research questions, L1 glossaries do have a positive effect on 
students’ motivation to use reading materials, but picture aids do not have as much effect as 
expected. Accordingly, the most effective element that motivated the students to read the materials 
was L1 glossaries, followed by the page design including color, headings, and layouts.  
 
CONCLUSION 
To conclude, for lower level students who have difficulties in reading articles written in L2, L1 
glossary and other aids such as fashionable layouts with colors and headings provided increased 
motivation to connect to the reading passages used in this study. Moreover, students might be able 
to show better performance in reading quizzes based on these passages, and subsequent 
discussions in class as they already have background information and also greater confidence 
about the topic of the lesson. This may lead them to not only develop their reading skills but also 
their discussion skills, which can be used as communication skills utilized anywhere in the world. 
The results in this small-sized study cannot be generalized to a wider student body or to the 
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whole course. However, the outcome from both classes might indicate the effectiveness of 
introducing the reading material with L1 glossary to the lower level classes. The further research 
into this area of material development should be pursued as it would bring about an effect on the 
progress of our department. 
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